Introduction 22
Since the implementation of the Children (Northern Ireland) Order 1995 Northern Ireland has seen 23 an increased use of adoption to provide continuity, stability and enduring relationships to children in 24 State care who cannot return home to their birth family (Kelly and McSherry, 2002) . As is the case 25 across the UK and in the US, many of these adoptions are contested by birth parents and made via 26 legislation, e.g. Freeing Orders in Northern Ireland, which dispenses with the need for parental 27 consent (Tefre, 2015; Kelly and McSherry, 2002) . Non-consensual adoption from care, however, is a 28 contested area of child-welfare practice because of its life-long implications for birth parent and 29 child, and the necessity and proportionality of the rights infringements it entails are strongly 30 debated (Bywaters, 2015) . 31
A foundational principle of the Children Order is that the welfare of the child shall be the court's 32 paramount consideration in any question regarding their upbringing (Art. 3). Concomitant with this 33 paramountcy principle is an imperative 'to ensure that children have a secure, stable and loving 34 family to support them through childhood and beyond' (DfE, 2015b, p.6), placing an emphasis on 35 permanence planning for all children involved in child welfare services. While adoption delivers goodoutcomes for children in care, upholding the paramountcy of their welfare, it does not sit easily with 1 the principles of partnership and family preservation which are equally foundational to the Children 2
Order. 3
This paper examines how practice in Northern Ireland has adapted to the delay in proposed reforms 4 intended to align adoption legislation more closely to the principles of the Children Order. In 5 particular, it charts how partnership working and efforts to prevent family separation have led to 6 increasingly open practices whereby most adopted children in Northern Ireland will now have some 7
form of contact with birth relatives after adoption. The paper questions whether post-adoption 8 contact does indeed, as it is sometimes viewed as doing, reconcile the uneasy interface between 9 paramountcy principles and parental rights to respect for family life. 10 This discussion is informed by systematic narrative reviews of policy and research in relation to post-11 adoption contact undertaken as part of two research projects exploring the separate perspectives of 12 adoptive parents (MacDonald, 2015; and birth parents (McLoughlin, 2013) . It also draws on 13 the practice experience of both authors who have worked as social workers in the field of adoption 14 and permanence planning for looked after children. 15
Adoption as a permanence option for Looked After children 16
The Children Order reflects important guiding principles of the UNCRC which specifies that children 17 have a right to be cared for by their parents unless this would be significantly harmful to them 18 (Article 7), in which case they have a right to benefit from continuity of alternative care (Article 20), 19 and to know their parents even if living separately from them (Article 7). These principles are 20 enacted in child welfare policy, the primary focus of which is on enabling children to be cared for by 21 their birth families, with services targeted at family preservation to prevent children coming into 22 care, and to facilitate re-unification when they do. This is echoed in the rhetoric of care planning and 23 permanence which presents a hierarchy of placement options that prefers children to grow up with 24 their birth parents when possible, or with extended kin as the next best choice. 25
When family preservation is not achievable, however, a core objective of child welfare policy, 26 reflecting the imperative of paramountcy, is to provide alternative family placements that are 27 permanent and secure. In recent years adoption has been increasingly utilised, particularly in the UK 28 and US, to achieve permanence for children in state care who cannot safely return home to their 29 to their admission to care, and, once in foster care, extensive efforts will be made toward 3 reunification, before a care plan of adoption is agreed. The provisions of the Children Order, 4 furthermore, recognised children's right under the UNCRC (Article 9) to stay in contact with both 5 parents, unless this might hurt them, and introduced a presumption of contact for children 6 throughout their time in care. These frameworks comprise a mandate to ensure that children have 7 contact with significant birth relatives while they are in care, and are allowed continued connection 8 with their birth parents following adoption. 9
Because of the high stakes resting on decision-making, contested adoptions require an intensive 10 process of multi-disciplinary assessment, consultation, and debate, and legal proceedings are 11 necessarily rigorous and often lengthy. As a result, many children may spend months or years in the 12 care of temporary foster carers before being adopted. Most adoptions from care are finalised 13 between the child's first and fifth birthdays (DfE, 2015a; DHSSPS, 2015). 14 While much of this delay purposefully explores and exhausts options for family preservation, Therefore, consequent to the principles of partnership and prevention, many children adopted from 1 care arrive in their adoptive placement with some existing relationships with birth relatives. Contact 2 after adoption can provide continuity in birth relationships, and facilitating ongoing connection with 3 birth relatives, in some form, is considered humane and potentially beneficial to the child as long as 4 this does not undermine the prospect of a stable adoption (Neil et al, 2011) . Contact after adoption 5 may be indirect, via written communication, or direct and involving face-to-face meetings between 6 the child and any combination of birth relatives, with or without the facilitation of an adoption 7 agency intermediary. 8
There is some evidence of a strong presumption of contact in Northern Ireland and higher rates of 9 direct face-to-face contact compared with the rest of the UK. In England and Wales, for example, it is 10 estimated that a significant minority (Neil et al, 2011) , perhaps as few as one in five (Jones, While post-adoption contact is often seen as consistent with both the child and birth parent's right 31 to family life, it brings its own potential difficulties and added complexity to adoptive family life. 32
From the perspective of child welfare, research evidence would suggest that neither contact nor lackwhile contact can bring benefits to children, birth parents and adoptive families (Neil et al, 2011) it 2 can also present a range of difficult issues, cause children to be unsettled and anxious, and prove 3 stressful for all involved. In their study of 'complex' contact arrangements following adoptions from 4 care, Neil et al (2011) found that over half of the children were having direct contact with a birth 5 relative that had previously neglected or abused them. The adoptive parents reported challenges in 6 these situations that centred on the child's negative reaction to contact, the quality of interactions 7 during meetings, and managing risks and boundaries. For all involved, contact can involve intense Given the significant complexities of contact for all parties, it is questionable whether arrangements 12 do indeed offer children beneficial and enduring relationships with birth relatives. In order for post-13 adoption contact to be sustainable over time and provide children with meaningful birth 14 connections, there is professional imperative to develop practice that is: sensitive to the child's 15 needs and not cause undue distress; facilitates comfortable interaction between the connected but 16 separate individuals in the adoptive kinship network; empowering and enabling and avoids the 17 imposition of formulaic or restrictive arrangements; that is sensitive to the needs and feelings of all 18 parties (Neil et al, 2011; Siegel and Smith, 2012 ). This will require more sophisticated ways of 19 scaffolding these pioneering relationships (Grotevant, 2000) , and the development of practice 20 models that are sensitive to the workings of kinship and the particular complexities of forging and 21 maintaining a sense of kin connection between adoptive and birth families. 
